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REVIEW

After the launch of its Spirit and Origin 
large diaphragm designs, British newcomer 
Aston Microphones hinted that the range 
would expand in due course. The Starlight, 

announced at NAMM at the start of the year made 
good on that promise in memorable fashion — after 
all, who’s not going to remember a mic with a built 
in aiming laser? It’s taken a while since then for the 
microphone to get into manufacturing proper, but it 
is now shipping in volume.

Whilst the laser undoubtedly garners much of 
the initial attention, let’s put it aside for the moment 
and look at the mic itself. A small diaphragm end-
fire capacitor design, in pricing terms the Starlight 
seems to be positioning itself somewhat differently 
from its large diaphragm siblings. At £349 for a 
single, or £699 for a stereo pair, it’s priced directly 
against some very 
well established 
competition from 
the likes of AKG, but 
with a little clear water 
between it and the likes 
of Neumann’s KM184. 

But it’s the latter that 
Aston seems to be gunning 
for, following the same “jury” 
development process for the 
Starlight employed for the Origin 
and Spirit. More than 50 renowned 
producers and engineers took part 
in double blind listening tests to evaluate 
a variety of capsule designs and their 
pairing to different electronics. But whilst 
this process in the development of Origin 
and Spirit quickly led to a consensus that 
was then iterated further, the result 
in this case was a split jury. Not 
only that, but the split was bipolar, 
with roughly half preferring a darker, 
more “vintage” tonality, and the 
other half a distinctly brighter, more 
contemporary sounding microphone.

The solution was to mate the 
selected capsule with its 20mm 
diaphragm to active inductor based 
filters that sit between the capsule 
and the main electronics. This gives 
three options for voicing — Vintage, 
Modern or a Hybrid that sits 
somewhere between the two. To give 
a little context here, according to the 
folks at Aston, Vintage is aiming for 
an overall tonality somewhat like 
a vintage Neumann KM84, whilst 
Modern is something less Germanic 
and more, let’s say, Antipodean in 
nature. And the Hybrid voicing aims 
for something in between — for example Nemuann’s 
current KM184. Game on then …

Setting up a KM184 next to the Starlight, you’re 
struck by the fact that the Aston is a seriously 
chunky bit of kit in comparison. The visual look of 
the Starlight is very much in keeping with the rest of 
the product line, featuring the same tumbled stainless 
steel finish for the chassis. Stubby toggle switches 
arranged down the side of the microphone allow the 
selection of the required voicing, a two position HPF 

(80Hz and 140Hz) and a pad (-10 and -20dB). A 
small criticism here is that the dark grey legending 
against the stainless steel finish does make for very 
hard reading in anything less than ideal lighting 
conditions.

The capsule is built into a sintered metal cap 
assembly, which can be unscrewed and detached 
from the chassis (although no alternative capsules are 
currently planned). For anybody unfamiliar with the 
term “sintering”, amongst other things it describes 
the process 
of creating 
an object by 
heating up small 
particles of a metal 
so that they bind 
together, but with a 

d e g r e e 
of porosity in 

the structure. The 
obvious advantages of 

strength, a degree of wind 
suppression and an effective 
RF shield meant that sintered 

microphone caps 
were commonplace 
at one time — long 
discontinued AKG 
mics like the D190 
and D202 / 222 spring 
to mind for example. 
Variability in particle 
size and spacing 
could mean that the 
acoustic performance 
was somewhat 
compromised though 
— but Aston claim 
that improvements 
in manufacturing 
techniques have 
all but eliminated 

these concerns. And a somewhat happy accident 
through the process of experimentation with different 
thicknesses and shapes for the sintered head was 
also in improving the linearity of the Starlight’s off 
axis frequency response.

A final toggle switch enables the laser, which sits 
in a plastic housing atop the main chassis. Along 
with the sintered head, stainless steel chassis and the 
angled and curved chamfer in the chassis at the base 
of the microphone, the whole ensemble has more 

than a touch of the Jetsons about it. It’s a subjective 
thing, but the laser assembly looks a bit “bolted 
on” and ungainly to me. But while it’s tempting to 
dismiss it simply as a gimmick, I have to confess to 
being surprised at just how useful and instructive it 
is. Having a visual indicator of aim helps immensely 
in ensuring repeatability of placement — not as a 
substitute for your ears, but as another tool in the 
process. This is echoed by stories of early users, who 
seem to have discovered applications and uses, in 
conjunction with the ubiquitous camera phone, that 
Aston never considered. These range from accurately 
recalling mic set-ups in live sound applications, to 
illuminating the speaker cones behind the fabric in 
guitar amps. 

An initial walk around the Starlight with the 
voicing at the Hybrid setting shows that the off-

axis frequency response is indeed very 
smooth and balanced up to the 
90 degree point, after which 

it starts getting quite 
lumpy. Direct 
comparison with 
a KM184 and 
an AKG C451 

reissue with 
spoken word on-axis shows that the Starlight is a 
little brighter and harder sounding — and remains 
so whichever of the three voicings is selected. The 
difference between these three settings is quite 
subtle — the Modern setting pushes high-mid 
presence, giving a sound that is best described  
as more forward rather than brighter. Vintage 
removes this bump, and lifts the LF response ever 
so slightly. Hybrid sounds fractionally (and I mean 
fractionally) brighter than Vintage, and a little 
tighter in the low mids.

Moving to acoustic guitar, and again the Starlight 
sounded the most forward, even on the Vintage 
voicing. There’s plenty of harmonic and transient 
detail there, and some real guts to the low end — but 
it doesn’t impart quite the same solidity and focus to 
the sound that the KM 184 does here — there’s still 
a sense that you’re hearing the microphone and not 
the instrument. The C451 sounds perhaps the most 
restrained of the trio — and close-up it’s a question 
of horses for courses — the Starlight sounds brighter 
with a little more “edge”, the 451 a touch more 
focused and smoother. Moving further away from 
source though, with a pair of Starlights as a kit pair, 
and the voicing options come into their own. There’s 
a hint more roominess to the sound than either the 
451s or the KM184s deliver here, but the Vintage 
setting really works well here to tame slightly splashy 
cymbals.

In short, the Starlight is a capable performer, with 
some flexible voicing options and the added trick up 
its sleeve of the laser. Priced where it is, it offers an 
alternative to the likes of the C451 or Shure SM87. 
I’m not sure I’ll be swapping my KM184s for it 
though — although I might just be investing in a 
laser pointer and some Blu-Tack… n
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PROS Flexible voicing options; smooth off axis 
response; laser aiming more useful than you 
might think.

Looks a little unwieldy; may sound a little too 
“forward” for some; legending hard to read 
in low light.

CONS

Aston Starlight
Star light, star bright ... JON THORNTON lights his lasers.

Great sound shouldn’t be bound by distance.
Capture HD Audio anywhere with the new PDR from the fanatics at Lectrosonics. When wireless is not an 
option, place the PDR on your subject. Record in 24 bit, 48 kHz digital onto a Micro SDHC memory card in the 
industry standard .wav format. Jam to external time code and run for over  6 hours on one AAA battery with 
PDR’s rugged, unobtrusive design.

Visit www.lectrosonics.com for more information on the PDR Recorder
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